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Achieving medium-high density in low scale development: The Queensland experience 
in innovative ‘fine-grained’ urbanism1 
 
ABSTRACT: Worldwide population growth and economic agglomeration is driving 
increasing urban density within larger metropolitan conurbations. Population growth and 
housing diversity and affordability issues in Queensland have seen an increasing demand for 
more diverse and higher density development. Under Queensland’s flexible planning 
regulatory provisions, a level of ‘medium’ to ‘high density’ is being achieved by a focus on 
fine-grained urban design, low scale development, lot diversity, and delivery of single 
dwelling products. This for Queensland (and Australia) has been an unprecedented 
innovation in urban and dwelling design.  Dwellings are being delivered on lots with zero 
regulatory minimum sizes providing for a range of new products including ‘apartments on 
the ground’. This paper reviews recent and nascent demonstrations of EDQ’s fine-grained 
urbanism principles, identifiable with historical ‘vernacular suburbanism’.  The paper 
introduces and defines a concept of a ‘natural density’ linking human scale built form with 
walkability.  The paper challenges the notion that (sub)urban development, outside major city 
centres, needs to be of a higher scale to achieve density and diversity aspirations. ‘Natural 
density’ provides a means of achieving the increasing demand for more diverse and higher 
density development. 
 
  
Keywords: dwelling density, urban density, fine-grained urbanism, natural density, 
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Introduction 
 
Fuelled by issues of economic change, population growth, housing diversity and 
affordability, there is an increasing demand for larger metropolitan conurbations to achieve 
higher urban density through higher rise development.  Worldwide historical patterns of natural, 
human, and low scale higher density development, however, suggest that (sub)urban 
development, particularly outside major city centres, does not need to be of a higher scale to 
achieve density and diversity aspirations.  A new interpretation of ‘natural density’ provides a 
means for large lower density metropolitan conurbations to achieve increased demand for more 
diverse and higher density development in a way more acceptable to community expectations. 
Australia is not immune from the global pressures of population growth and economic 
agglomeration; the dominance of Australia’s major cities has increased in recent years and this 
has led to a range of challenges for local and state governments and communities as population 
growth drives demand for increased urban density. As of June 2014, just over 15.6 million 
people, close to two-thirds of Australia's population, resided in major capital cities (ABS 2015). 
                                                          
1 This paper is based on the authors’ separate doctoral research into the spatial analysis of density and the knowledge economy.  The 
content of this paper has been derived from this doctoral research, geo-spatial analysis of existing inner city and (sub)urban areas, new 
building and development innovation, and analysis of existing and emergent Queensland  planning regulations.     
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McLean (2004) has noted that due to Australia’s large spatial size (and the need to 
maximise economic agglomeration) there has been a historic tendency, evident since the 
nineteenth century, for Australia’s scattered population to concentrate in a few large urban areas 
(see also Robinson 1961, Butlin 1964, 1984, Major Cities Unit 2010, Daley 2012, BITRE 2014). 
Hugo (2002) noted that the Australian pattern of population distribution was not just 
concentration in urban centres but a concentration in, and growing dominance of, the largest 
metropolitan areas (see also Daley 2012 and BITRE 2014).   
Bertaud (2004) has argued that larger cities worldwide have grown despite the 
discouragement of engineers, planners and municipal officials in the 1960s and 1970s who 
believed larger cities of several million people would be unmanageable and unliveable.
2
  The 
reason Bertaud (2004) argued large cities have grown and kept growing is because of the higher 
productivity benefit of large cities compared to smaller cities in terms of larger effective labour 
markets, which are generally accepted as being more efficient than the smaller labour markets 
(Baumgardner 1988, Prud’homme and Lee 1999, Glaeser and Ellison 1999, Bettencourt, Lobo, 
Helbing, Kuhnert and West 2007).  
Recent studies on agglomeration have identified links between urban density and human 
capital (Rosenthal and Strange 2008, Knudsen et al 2008, Glaeser and Resseger 2010, Abel, Dey 
and Gabe 2012).  Glaeser and Resseger (2010) found that there was a correlation between per 
worker productivity and city size where there were higher levels of human capital which they 
surmised as evidence of knowledge agglomeration.  Abel et al (2012) determined new estimates 
of the magnitude of agglomeration economics in USA metropolitan areas using a model of 
urban productivity that explicitly incorporated the complementarity between cities and skill.  It 
was found that the productivity of a metropolitan area is primarily determined by population 
density, the human capital stock, and other factors that vary by region.  
Australia’s density challenge 
Australia’s urban population largely lives in suburbs within the major capital city metropolitan 
areas (ABS 2015).  However, the 50-year legacy of the homogenous, low-density, one-size-fits-
all approach to suburbia (with limited amenity or economic agglomeration and significant 
commuting times to access employment or education) is coming under increasing and 
                                                          
2 Possibly this was due to the lack of understanding by planners and other officials of the benefits of agglomeration (and an over focusing 
on dis-agglomeration externalities such as congestion).   
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intensifying inquiry (Jain 2009, Trubka 2009, Newman & Kenworthy, 2011, Newton et al 2012, 
Giles-Corti et al 2012, Giles-Corti et al 2014).   
To tackle this population growth and market driven demand for increased city size, and, 
paradoxically, housing affordability through both sprawl and increased density, all Australian 
state government and mainland territory jurisdictions – except Tasmania and the Northern 
Territory – have capital city metropolitan strategic spatial plans, which set out state planning 
policy, defined land uses, and guided local government planning and development (Productivity 
Commission 2011).
 
  A key purpose of these strategic metropolitan plans was for managing 
major change in the urban structure of metropolitan cities (Gleeson et al 2004, Forster 2006, 
Dodson 2008, Bunker 2009, Jain 2009).
3
  The nature of Australia’s metropolitan regional 
planning schemes has, since the turn of the 21
st
 century, been focused on a broad concept of 
sustainability with a particular focus on constraining metropolitan expansion with long-term or 
very long-term aspirational ‘compact city’ plans seeking to address ‘urban sprawl’ and manage 
high population growth.
4
   
Arguably increased sprawl is being driven by increasing housing unaffordability due to 
increasing demand for CBD centric or accessible real estate
5
 which has had significant price 
increases (Forster 2006, Dodson 2008, O’Connor and Rapson 2003, Kulish, Richards and 
Gillitzer 2011). Most of Australia’s capital city regional planning schemes are seeking in-fill 
population and housing targets (Newton et al 2012).  The challenge of meeting ‘infill’ targets, 
especially in the middle ring suburbs and under current industry, government and community 
processes, Newton et al (2102) have argued ‘may be insurmountable unless there is a major 
transformation in the process by which, and the scale at which, the existing built environment 
can be regenerated.’  As urban population growth continues, and as policies for urban 
consolidation struggle to deliver on desired dwelling densities there is likely to be continued 
pressure to build wherever there is developable land.  This will be regardless of whether this 
land is within, on the edge, or beyond Australia’s major metropolitan areas.   
                                                          
3 Worldwide modern cities can be considered or understood by including their surrounding metropolitan area with both the number and 
populations of large metropolitan regions worldwide having increased dramatically during the last century (Heywood 2006).  However 
these metropolitan regions, according to Heywood (2006) have not only failed to manage their own problems of growth, congestion, 
pollution and conflict, but also exert increasing dominance over the economic and political lives of the surrounding regions and nations. 
 
4 Urban sprawl has been said to be an ill-defined term including terms such as ‘low density’, ‘dispersed’, ‘decentralised’, ‘suburban’, 
‘polycentric’, ‘scattered’, ‘leapfrog development’, ‘commercial strips’ and ‘single-use development’ (Ewing 1997, Curtis 2006).   
 
5 The increasing cost of CBD accessible or centric real estate indicates Australian cities have strong mono-centric characteristics (see Kulish, 
Richards and Gillitzer 2011). This is likely being driven by the increased importance of the CBD centred knowledge intense service economy. 
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What type and level of density? 
The (easy) solution to the demand from Australia’s increasing metropolitan population for 
housing with good accessibility to employment is to increase urban density.  But, the more 
difficult questions are to what level and type of density, and where?   
Differing levels and types of density, and its location, all impact on human commuting, 
amenity and health in different ways (Newman and Kenworthy 2006, Newton et al 2012, Udell, 
Daley, Johnson and Tolley 2014; Giles-Corti, Hooper, Foster, Koohsari, Francis 2014).  Udell 
(et al 2014) have found that the higher density, the higher the requirement for additional public 
amenity to make density work and to gain community acceptance.   
Newman and Kenworthy (2006) suggested there is a fundamental threshold of urban 
intensity of around 35 people and jobs per hectare where automobile dependence is significantly 
reduced (Newman and Kenworthy 2006:35).  Giles-Corti et al (2014) in looking at urbanism 
from a cardiovascular health perspective have, from limited evidence available, recommended a 
net density threshold of 20 dwellings per hectare (dw/ha) (or gross density of 18dw/ha) as the 
minimum required to encourage walking.  However dwelling densities of between 35-43dw/ha 
net and 32-40dw/ha gross (based on housing occupancies of 2.6 persons/dwelling) is required to 
encourage public transport use, with higher public transport use leading to increased walking: 
although it is noted that dwelling density should ‘not be considered in isolation of the other 
critical built environment attributes required to increase walking, cycling and public transport 
use’ (Giles-Corti et al 2014:48).  
Jobs are often the issue in the suburbs; 35dw/ha are required assuming at least one resident 
of each house works in the local area.
6
  Newman and Kenworthy’s (2006) 35 people per hectare 
is readily achievable but the same jobs density is highly unlikely with agglomeration drivers in 
key industries reinforcing the need for local centres and employment areas where jobs will be 
most available. 
Newton et al (2012) found that the number of people living in the middle suburbs of 
Melbourne – likely to be representative of the middle suburbs of most Australian capital 
cities – is significantly less than in the inner and outer suburbs, with a net population density 
                                                          
6 Holz (2015) postulated the potential for an entire suburb of houses designed to facilitate a variety of home-based business - including 
commercial, retail and industrial - at jobs densities in excess of 35 per hectare.  Holz’s (2015) research featured a design of a ‘homeworkhouse’ 
capable of ‘subdivision’ into three separate tenancies and providing for up to 6 jobs on a single 225sqm lot.  However, it is counter-intuitive to 
believe there might be at least one person per household working at home in any situation, let alone in the suburbs. 
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in the 20 to 30 persons per hectare range.  Despite this, they had the lowest levels of 
population growth in 2001-06 with the outer greenfield suburbs being the main demographic 
absorbers.  Latest population data indicates the urban population is continuing to increase at 
the metropolitan centre and the periphery (ABS 2015). 
 
Giles-Corti et al (2012) have proposed that good levels of density depend on a range of 
factors. While there appears to be more potential harm linked to high-rise housing this may 
depend upon who lives there, quality of design and build, and where it is located.  Giles-Corti 
(2012:87) note that high-rise inner-city housing, occupied by employed adults with no 
children, may well work very well and that: 
…high-rise housing in high socioeconomic areas with good neighbourhood amenity, built-in 
security, shared facilities (e.g. recreational space), opportunities for selective interactions, 
and structures addressing building and social governance, may also work well for people 
who can afford to live there.
7
 
 
The preference for density with waterside amenity is also noticeable in Australian cities. 
This is particularly the case in Queensland with the most densely populated local areas in 
Greater Brisbane being inner-city river side suburbs (ABS 2015).  In the rest of Queensland, 
eight of the ten most densely populated areas are on the Gold Coast.  Giles-Corti et al (2012) 
have argued that the optimal and preferred outcome for a diversity of possible residents, 
including families and older adults, is for higher density to be achieved through lower rise 
development. With medium-density housing of no higher than three to five storeys, families are 
better suited to living on the lower floors (Figure 1). 
Figure 1: Different architectural forms that achieve the same density (i.e. 75dw/ha) 
 
Source: Giles-Corti et al 2012 page 87 modified from Greater London Authority 
                                                          
7 Giles- Corti et al (2012) also note that the evidence suggests it is optimal for higher density housing to be located away from roads with 
heavy traffic, but also within easy access of public transport, shops, services and a hierarchy of public open space. 
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Density in Queensland 
Queensland has an unusual relationship with density.  In most quarters density has become 
the dirtiest word of all.  However it will not be going away.  The largest population increases 
projected for Queensland between 2011 and 2036 are expected to occur in the major urban 
and suburban South East Queensland (SEQ) local government areas of the Gold Coast, 
Ipswich, Brisbane and Logan (Queensland Treasury and Trade 2013).  As with the rest of 
Australia there has been sustained growth in the population of SEQ, particularly in Greater 
Brisbane and Queensland's coastal regions, increasing faster relative to regional Queensland 
(ABS 2015). 
Developers have retreated and local governments have resorted to targeting activity 
centres and transit oriented development in the greyfields
8
 (Newton et al 2012) and special 
‘master planned community’ or ‘development control plan’ areas in greenfield areas to 
achieve the housing supply, and to a lesser degree, the density and diversity required to make 
suburban areas more liveable and sustainable.  Newton et al (2012) however have questioned 
the lack of established development models for encouraging precinct-scale redevelopment or 
regeneration.  
 
This paper is therefore emerging at a time when the paradigm and product are aligning, 
at least in terms of new greenfield or regenerating greyfield suburbs being considered 
‘places’, built at densities which support centres and facilities in what promise to be new and 
genuine communities.  In some locations the most innovative developers and builders are 
being given the opportunity to be more creative; unbridled by regulations which previously 
unduly limited dwelling size, lot size, building setbacks, lot cover, on-site car parking and so 
on, these suburban innovators are achieving densities of between 30 and 60dw/ha in one or 
two storey detached and terrace-style ‘apartments on the ground’.  Rather than being up in the 
air where construction costs can quickly escalate, these low-set buildings are proving a tour 
de force in the sustainability and commerciality of places such as the Economic Development 
Queensland (EDQ)
9
 development of Fitzgibbon Chase, on the north side of Brisbane, in the 
                                                          
8 Greyfields in the Australian context have been defined by Newton (2010) as the ageing but occupied tracts of inner and middle ring 
suburbia that are physically, technologically and environmentally failing and which represent under-capitalized real estate assets. 
Predominantly they are between the more recently developed greenfield suburbs and the more vibrant CBD/inner city housing market 
(Newton et al 2012).  
 
9 Economic Development Queensland is a Queensland Government planning and development business unit within the Department of 
Infrastructure, Local Government, and Planning, which is established under the Economic Development Queensland Act 2012.  
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middle metropolitan suburban ring.  Fitzgibbon Chase is a development within a declared 
Priority Development Area (PDA).  Under the Economic Development Queensland Act 2012 
special State zoned ‘Priority Development Areas’ (PDAs) are able to be declared with 
planning and, in some cases, development powers being exercised by EDQ. 
 
Vernacular suburbanism – a natural density 
A Queensland vernacular 
In many ways this is a story of back to the future, as simple analysis of some of the 
most revered suburbs in Queensland reveals that Queenslanders were historically developing 
at these densities when similarly less (or little to no) restrictive regulations were in force.  
Spring Hill and Petrie Terrace in Brisbane are excellent examples of what may be called 
‘vernacular suburbanism’, suburbs developed at ‘natural densities’ of around 40dw/ha prior 
to the introduction of the Undue Subdivision of Land Prevention Act 1885, an Act which 
limited all new lots created in Queensland to a minimum width of 10 metres (m) and area of 
400 square metres (sqm).  There are few remnants of inner city suburban terrace housing built 
in Queensland prior to 1885.  Figure 2 shows terraces with verandas built to the front 
property boundary in Rogers Street, Spring Hill.  Of course this was at a time before cars, 
although it is not hard to imagine these terraces being serviced by a rear lane for vehicle 
access and, as was the case in English cities, a convenient place for kids to play.  
 
Figure 2: Rare terrace houses, Rogers Street, Spring Hill, Brisbane 
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Figure 3, a tiny house in Union Street, Spring Hill is possibly the smallest in Brisbane.  It 
also shows that when left to our own devices, and most likely without bank finance, we tended 
to build with the few materials we had available (e.g. ‘timber and tin’), in the techniques and 
aesthetics handed down by our ancestors (e.g. ‘a shed’), and on a lot which suited our immediate 
needs. 
Figure 3: Tiny house, Union Street, Spring Hill 
 
 
Figure 4 shows the block surrounded by Rogers, Water, and Union Streets, and St Pauls 
Terrace in Spring Hill, Brisbane.  The net density in this example is around 40dw/ha with 
variations in lot dimensions similar to those in the more progressive suburban developments in 
Queensland today.  For example, the block is approximately 57 metres wide: 25 and 32 metre 
deep lots are standard in Queensland (EDQ 2015). 
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Figure 4: Historical block in Spring Hill, Brisbane 
 
Contemporary vernacular suburbanism 
 
The building and urban designs in a contemporary medium-high density situation are a return 
to the lot sizes and densities at which we were naturally progressing during early post-
colonial occupation of Australia.  This assists in defining ‘natural density’. ‘Natural density’ 
can be defined as the density that prevails where humans settle with a dominant reliance on 
walking as the means of local horizontal transport and stairs as the means of vertical 
transport. 
 
This focus on a density derived from walkability underpins the EDQ
10
 guidelines (e.g. 
EDQ 2015) relating to urban design, parks, and streets.
11
 Essentially, natural density requires 
the application of a range of urban design principles that encourage walkability and 
liveability through engagement with community and nature.  It also requires an integration of 
urban design, dwelling design and planning for community amenity.  Increased density can 
also result in reduced private open space which needs to be compensated for through 
increased and better quality public open space. 
  
                                                          
10 EDQ was formerly, up until late 2012, the Urban Land Development Authority.  
 
11 See in particular ‘Guideline No 1 Residential 30’; ‘Guideline No 5 Neighbourhood planning and design’; ‘Guideline No 6 Street and 
movement network’; ‘Practice Note: Footpath provision in residential sub divisions’;  and ‘Practice Note: Tree retention in residential 
subdivisions’ (EDQ 2015). 
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Lot diversity and flexibility are the keys to enabling the modern form of ‘natural 
density’.  In relation to low rise buildings, front building setbacks are measured to the wall, 
enabling at least a 2.4m deep front veranda to be built on the front property boundary and 
whether on-site car parking spaces are available directly from the street, on a ‘front-loaded’ 
lot, or via a ‘rear-loaded’ lane way.   Traditionally it has been easier and more economical to 
build a low set rather than high set building of the same area.  In this regard, one-storey 
detached building designs are a feature of the most affordable types of compact housing 
featured in recent research undertaken by Defence Housing Australia (DHA 2015).  Projects 
by EDQ are featured in this research. 
 
In EDQ projects ‘medium density’ outcomes of at least 20 and typically 30dw/ha net 
are being achieved with a mix of (just) dwelling houses on lots of no prescribed minimum 
size and frontages down to 4.5m.  Such narrower lots can result in a fine-grained 
development outcome which achieves desired densities of dwelling houses subject to 
domestic rather than commercial construction.  Terrace or row houses can deliver up to 
60dw/ha net (including local streets and parks).  Arguably one of the most remarkable 
achievements has been at Fitzgibbon Chase where, through the PDA mechanism, there have 
been a number of progressive planning provisions introduced.  This has included, in 
particular, planning provisions that require no minimum lot size.   
 
Fitzgibbon Chase case study 
 
The EDQ development at Fitzgibbon started as a project where “housing innovations” 
delivering the (previous) ULDA Act’s housing affordability objective would be trialled to test 
their market and community acceptance and commercial viability in a suburban setting.   
 
When Fitzgibbon Chase commenced in 2009 typically the only new dwellings available 
in the surrounding area for a new home purchaser were two-storey, four-bedroom homes on 
500sqm of land or townhouse style multi-unit developments usually within gated complexes.  
Not only was there no diversity of product available in the local community but the cost of 
land meant that there was no ability to deliver affordable housing on “traditional” lot sizes.  
Since sales commenced at Fitzgibbon Chase in April 2009, the ULDA worked with builder 
partners to provide the diversity that had been lacking in the local community, starting with 
the first "Fonzie" flat by AusHomes marketed in mid-2009 for $199,000.   
12 
 
The Fitzgibbon Chase development is almost complete. The latest releases feature a 
diversity of building designs suited for lot sizes ranging from 45sqm to 250sqm producing 
house and land package prices from $310,000 (http://www.fitzgibbonchase.com.au 28 
September 2015).   Fitzgibbon Chase is a leading exemplar of achieving net residential 
densities between 27 – 55dw/ha net.  Figure 5 is a Nearmap view of the built form outcome: 
around 27dw/ha net right and 55dw/ha net left. 
 
Figure 5: Fitzgibbon Chase, Brisbane 
 
 
A critical feature of the built form at Fitzgibbon Chase is that these densities have been 
achieved with one and two-storey dwellings/houses on freehold titles, not subject to a body 
corporate.  The commercial and community success of even the smallest of houses on the 
smallest of lots under these circumstances is testimony to the market and community need to 
return to developing at the density and diversity we were developing over 140 years ago.  It is 
worthy to note that the blocks developed at around 55dw/ha net, as shown in Figure 5, could 
have been developed at 5 storeys.  This accounts for the relatively wide street reserves and 
perpendicular on-street car parking arrangements in the development to the left.   
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Rear lanes free up the streets for on-street visitor car parking at rates of almost one on-
street space per dwelling.  A 16.0m wide street reserve has therefore proven adequate for 
densities between 25 and 60dw/ha net, the rear lane required at around 30dw/ha net.     
 
Figure 6 rationalises the progression to delivery of medium-high density dwelling 
houses on lots of no prescribed minimum size at Fitzgibbon Chase, Brisbane.   
 
Figure 6: Evolution of the EDQ ‘Urban’ 
   
EDQ first generation ‘Loft’ 
apartment (“Fonzie flat”) – 
laneway accessed and 
typically delivered on a 
building format lot subject to 
a community title 
arrangement – this is a Class 
2 building in accordance with 
the Building Code of 
Australia, as part of one 
building is built over part of 
another. 
EDQ second generation 
‘Loft’ house – laneway 
accessed and delivered on a 
freehold ‘Torrens’ title – no 
body corporate – a Class 1 
building in accordance with 
the Building Code of 
Australia.  In Queensland 
infrastructure services such 
as power and water are 
traditionally serviced from a 
street, not a lane.  
Embedding a separate lot in 
a lane, means that 
infrastructure service lines 
need to be located in the rear 
lane, complicating the 
process and adding some 
cost to delivery. 
EDQ third generation 
‘Urban’ house – street 
accessed and delivered on a 
freehold ‘Torrens’ title – no 
body corporate – a Class 1 
building in accordance with 
the Building Code of 
Australia.  A street-accessed 
house is the simplest method 
of delivering houses on their 
own lot, regardless of the lot 
size – this is normal industry 
practice in Queensland.  
Rear lanes are being 
increasingly used to achieve 
higher densities. However 
introducing runs of narrow 
lots into a streetscape 
increases the number of 
driveways potentially 
interrupting pedestrian and 
cycle movement in the street. 
 
Figure 7 shows the latest in the evolution of design innovation at Fitzgibbon Chase, the 
“Urban Terrace” suitable for a front loaded lot of 54sqm in area.   It is to be noted that the Urban 
Terrace sits within a street including a diversity of lot widths and sizes.  
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Figure 7: EDQ’s Urban Terrace, a house for a 54sqm lot at Fitzgibbon Chase, Brisbane 
 
Moreton Bay Regional Council planning scheme – emerging innovations 
EDQ planning mechanisms and design provisions
12
 – as demonstrated at Fitzgibbon Chase – 
are also now being mainstreamed in other PDAs with EDQ or private sector development 
projects, and within an increasing number of local government planning schemes across 
Queensland, including the draft Moreton Bay Regional Council planning scheme (MBRC 
2015).   The new MBRC scheme (MBRC 2015) includes 13 place types.  Place types define 
the long term vision for development throughout the region.  A traditional zoning approach 
underpins the place types.  The General residential zone includes three precincts: Suburban 
neighbourhood; Next generation neighbourhood; and Urban neighbourhood.  Dwelling 
density aspirations are couched in ‘site’ and ‘net’ terms; net being the area of land including 
local streets and parks, site being the area net of local streets and parks, typically within a 
‘block’ (the area surrounded by streets and parks). 
 
The Next generation neighbourhood precinct supports site densities between 15 and 
75dw/ha.  A maximum site density of 15dw/ha is supported in the Suburban neighbourhood 
                                                          
12
 The full list of EDQ planning and development Guidelines and Practice Notes are at  http://www.dilgp.qld.gov.au/planning/priority-
development-areas/guidelines-and-practice-notes.html 
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precinct; whilst in the Urban neighbourhood precinct a minimum site density of 45dw/ha is 
required.   
The Suburban neighbourhood precinct is indicated primarily over existing low density 
development areas where redevelopment to higher density is not envisaged.  The higher density 
aspirations across the Next generation and Urban neighbourhood precincts are, in contrast, 
supported by a range of progressive site planning and building design provisions.  Innovations 
include no minimum lot size, reduced building setbacks, generous site coverage and built-to-
boundary wall regulations, and maximum on-site car parking requirements.  Dwelling houses 
are permitted in both these medium to high density precincts.   
Given these advances, it is possible that medium-high density development – even close to 
coastal and river side areas – in the Moreton Bay region could follow similar lines as Fitzgibbon 
Chase, and achieve close to even the highest density aspirations of the MBRC scheme with the 
use of Dwelling houses on their own freehold lot, not subject to a body corporate.   
Assuming 35% of a developable area is given to local streets and parks, the net density 
aspirations in the Next generation and Urban neighbourhood precincts per the MBRC scheme 
are as follows: 
 Next generation neighbourhood – from minimum 13 to a maximum 65dw/ha net 
 Urban neighbourhood precincts – a minimum of around 40dw/ha net 
 
EDQ guidelines for the dimensions of a typical block (area surrounded by streets or 
parks) are 57 x 130m = 7,410sqm (EDQ 2015).  If a typical block is assumed to be a ‘site’ 
representing 65% of the developed area,  then ‘net’ density relates to an area of around 1.14 
hectares (i.e. 100% divided by 65%, times 0.741 ha = 1.14ha).  If a typical block included 22 
dwellings (‘site’ density of nearly 30dw/ha) then the ‘net’ density is accordingly ~20dw/ha 
(1.14 divided into 22).  Figure 8 shows a range of dwelling house densities that could be 
achieved using these assumptions. 
 
Figure 8: Net density analysis 
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Figure 8 shows that there is a threshold of between 45 and 60dw/ha net where the average 
lot width may result in a product which is unworkable and/or unmarketable.  As shown in Figure 
5, 55dw/ha net has been achieved at Fitzgibbon Chase; is this the likely limit of ‘natural 
density’?  The relatively low minimum densities of 40dw/ha net proposed in the Urban 
neighbourhood precinct in the MBRC scheme could however be easily reached, in line with 
Figure 8 with terrace houses on lots with an average width of around 6.0m. 
Whether developers and builders in the Moreton Bay region will rise to the opportunities 
presented by the new MBRC scheme, and develop medium-high density with just Dwelling 
houses remains to be seen.  Perhaps, as the case with Fitzgibbon Chase, high quality 
demonstration projects will be required in order to fully test the regional market and community 
response.   
Conclusion 
This paper has challenged the notion that (sub)urban development outside major city centres 
needs to be of a higher scale to achieve density and diversity aspirations.  Worldwide 
population growth and economic agglomeration are driving increasing urban density within 
larger metropolitan conurbations.  As lower density cities are challenged by the need to 
increase urban density in new development or redevelopment areas there will be increasing 
pressure for increased density.  Population growth and housing diversity and affordability 
issues in Queensland have seen an increasing demand for more diverse and higher density 
development, in particular in new greenfield and existing greyfield suburbs. 
As demonstrated by EDQ at Fitzgibbon Chase and by historical examples elsewhere in 
the world similar levels of density can be achieved through different forms of density.  
However, as Giles-Corti et al (2012) noted, different forms of density have varying suitability 
for different demographics.  They argued that the optimised and preferred outcome for a 
diversity of potential residents, including families and older adults, was for higher density to 
be achieved through lower rise development. This suggests better matching is required 
between the types of community and the types of density being developed.  The concerns 
with density of existing more diverse communities are likely to be better
13
 addressed with 
low rise medium-higher density, rather than the more confronting high rise approach.  To 
address this contention further research is required on the lived experience of new 
communities developed at a ‘natural density’.  
                                                          
13 Noting there are other common community concerns with increased density such as lack of transport infrastructure. 
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Fitzgibbon Chase, a new development almost completed in the middle ring of the 
Brisbane metropolitan area, exhibits a diversity of low-rise terrace housing achieving 
‘natural’ densities at which Queensland cities and towns were developing prior to the 
introduction of the Undue Subdivision of Land Prevention Act 1885.  Fitzgibbon Chase has 
been the exemplar for a range of other new developments in PDAs as well as for a number of 
new local government planning schemes. Analysis of the provisions of the draft new Moreton 
Bay Regional Council planning scheme shows that the highest density aspirations of the 
scheme could be achieved by similarly creative collections of low-rise, one-two storey 
dwelling houses on their own freehold titled lot, not subject of a body corporate.   
The re-emergence and resultant commercial and community success of the small house 
on its own small lot in new places such as Fitzgibbon Chase, suggests that increasing density 
and diversity in the greyfields could also be readily achieved, without forcing builders or 
developers to higher density 3+storey development in areas typically requiring lot 
amalgamation in order to get an appropriate development site.  
Beyond locations with high accessibility to the major centres such as CBDs and/or with 
high levels of amenity (such as closeness to river and ocean amenity), increasing urban 
density and diversity within larger metropolitan conurbations may best be achieved relying 
on a walkable ‘natural density’.  ‘Natural density’ principles provide a means of achieving 
the increased demand for more diverse and higher density development in a way more 
acceptable to community expectations.  The historical lived experience of ‘natural density’ 
suggests that humans have successfully formed communities with low rise higher density. 
The Queensland experience in innovative fine-grained vernacular suburbanism with 
Fitzgibbon Chase strongly suggests that achieving medium-high density in low scale 
development in low density cities, common in Australia, is not only plausible, but possibly 
preferred.   
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